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County Agent’s Notes:

August 25, 2000

Are my trees dying?
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
As drought conditions worsen around the area, I have received several questions
about the condition of trees that seem to be dying. Oaks seem to be most commonly
affected, but other species including sycamore and beech are showing senescence of
leaves. Many of these trees are cherished shade trees that have been an integral part of a
landscape for decades, and have appeared to be in good condition until the last few days.
Before I go any further I should say that in most cases these trees are likely not
dying, rather they are reacting to drought stress by shutting down most of their leaf
surface as a way of conserving moisture. Most of these trees will produce new growth in
the spring and regenerate their foliage.
The problem with these trees can be linked to rooting depth. A quick look will
tell you that most of the trees that are showing brown leaves are located in areas that are
normally well supplied with water. Many are located in hollows where the water table is
usually near the surface, consequently the tree has developed a shallow root system.
Similar species that have grown higher up a slope are still green because they have grown
in drier soil and were forced to develop deeper and more extensive root systems. These
trees are now able to cope with limited water availability better than their counterparts
that have been growing in wetter areas.

In some places elevation may not be the only reason for shallow rooting depth.
There are some slopes where springs can be found well above the bottom of the slope
because of water-bearing sand layers that emerge along the side of a hill. As a result of
the drought, much less water is moving through these layers of sand, and trees growing in
these zones are being deprived of their usual abundant supply of moisture. I have seen
slopes were the water-bearing sand can be followed by the appearance of trees that have
brown foliage. This situation is most common on very steep slopes where hollows have
eroded well below the level of water-bearing sand.
You can check a tree yourself by cutting off a twig that shows brown leaves and
then peeling back the bark to expose the cambium layer. The cambium layer will show a
thin green layer if the twig is still alive. Another test is to bend the twig; the wood should
be easily bent without breaking, a further indication that the twig is still alive.
These trees may not be finished surprising us. Should we see an abrupt change in
the weather back to plentiful rain prior to cold weather, these trees may attempt to
produce new leaves this fall. This will actually be more damaging to the trees than the
loss of old leaves at this time. The foliage that is now brown has been functional since
spring, and these old leaves have done their job of feeding the tree for this year. They are
just waiting for fall to come anyway. However, the initiation of new growth could begin
to deprive the tree of food reserves it will need to regenerate foliage next spring. Should
this happen, some of the older trees that are already in some stage of decline may be
significantly injured, and could actually die.
Had we been able to supplement the water supply for these trees during the last
few weeks, the loss of leaves might have been avoided, however watering now could

actually cause the tree to start producing new growth as I described above. My advice is
that you allow nature to take care of these trees as it always does. Should a tree die, it
likely has been in decline for some other reason for several years, and would have died
fairly soon anyway. Trees are like people; they do not live forever.

